Whether or not field guides or handbooks are meant to be read from cover to cover, Armstrong's new Rocky Mountain mammal handbook is certainly one that can be. The handbook contains 72 well-written mammalian accounts, covering 7 orders, most of which are accompanied by outstanding color photos of the described mammals. Although a nontechnical publication, the handbook is nonetheless ecologically and biologically accurate and a pleasure to read. The author ensures that each account circles back to Rocky Mountain National Park, citing local research studies. If something about the mammal is unknown, Armstrong says as much, which provides plenty of suggestions for future research projects. Each account is divided into 5 sections: Description, Field recognition, Distribution and habitat, Natural history, and Selected references. The reference section is very handy for those who want to read more on their favorite Rocky Mountain mammal species; Armstrong mostly references Mammalian Species accounts, a peer-reviewed series published by the American Society of Mammalogists.
The handbook is much more than just a collection of species accounts. It also contains a very engaging section on what exactly mammals are. Armstrong travels back to 200 million years ago when mammals had their 1st appearance on the planet. Then he provides a nice review of the anatomical aspects of mammalian species as well as basic information on the reproductive and developmental aspects of mammals. Armstrong includes another section on mammalian distribution, and aptly points out that mammals are not randomly distributed over the earth: there are specific and ecological reasons we find mammals in particular areas and not others; a big hint here-it has a lot to do with vegetation! Be prepared to learn about the various habitat types found in Rocky Mountain National Park, such as streamside habitat, aspen woodland, and sagebrush communities.
Another key section of the book is a chapter about how to observe mammals. Mammals can be difficult to observe, and Armstrong supplies the basic knowledge for a potential mammal-watcher to be successful in the field observing these oftentimes-elusive creatures. Seeing a live mammal in the wild is always a joy, but Armstrong also reminds us that finding and interpreting mammal sign, such as the tracks of mountain lions (Puma concolor) or the gnawing of a beaver (Castor canadensis) on an aspen tree, in the wild is equally enjoyable.
The back of the handbook contains 3 appendices: a key to the mammals of Rocky Mountain National Park and vicinity, a glossary, and derivation of scientific names. The section on scientific names is mainly for those interested in the meanings behind the Latin names, but Armstrong writes it such that even the nontechnical user of the handbook will find the topic useful and interesting.
The handbook contains just about all the information a patron of the Rocky Mountain National Park would need to understand the mammalian fauna found in the park. Armstrong also includes accounts on mammalian species that once occupied the park, such as the grizzly bear (Ursus arctos) and the gray wolf (Canis lupus). Brief accounts on the house mouse (Mus musculus) and the brown and black rats (Rattus norvegicus and R. rattus, respectively) would have been useful, not that these nonnative species are major components of the park's mammalian fauna, but so that nontechnical observers will not confuse them for native mice and rats that occupy the park, or vice versa. One unexpected highlight of the book is the casual inclusion of ecological principles within the text. The reader receives a concise review of niche theory, exponential population growth, and predator-prey cycles. Armstrong brings mammalian ecology to life and has produced a book that should not sit idly on the bookshelf. For anyone interested in the mammalian fauna of the Rocky Mountain National Park, this is one book they will need. 
